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  2. Special Enquiry (BBC), Ian Nairn’s first television appearance, December 1956.
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  3a. Flying Officer Nairn (courtesy of Liz Nairn)


  3b. Joan (Liz) Nairn in a Lea-Francis, (c 1950) presumably not their own vehicle. The couple shared an interest in planes and cars (courtesy of Liz Nairn)


  Preamble to Outrage


  Gavin Stamp


  I still have the copy of Nairn’s London that I bought for 8/6d at, of all places, the Elephant & Castle in 1966 – the year it was published as a Penguin paperback – when I was still, just, a schoolboy. Along with Betjeman’s First and Last Loves and Pevsner’s London except..., it was the book which opened my eyes to architecture and to the delights London had to offer. Nairn took me to see the sublime churches of Hawksmoor and the austere red brick basilicas by Brooks in excitingly dodgy parts of the capital, as well as to strange (and now long deceased) urban places and experiences, like Sun Street Passage and the industrial landscape behind St. Pancras Station. Soon after I encountered Nairn again as the co-author of Pevsner’s Surrey and enjoyed his illuminating and idiosyncratic descriptions of buildings. A few years later I encountered Outrage in a second-hand bookshop and delighted in the recognition that Nairn was able to articulate the feelings I also had about the ‘Things in Fields’ and other disturbing crimes in the environment. For part of the greatness of Ian Nairn is that, for him, pure architecture was not enough: what mattered were places, and life.


  Ian Nairn became a hero. I bought all the books by him that I could find. A particular pleasure was discovering Britain’s Changing Towns. I had not read the original articles in The Listener; what delighted me was reading Nairn’s disillusioned postscripts in the 1967 book on the cities he described and which I knew. Here was someone who had seen the light, or, rather, had seen through the emperor’s new clothes and was prepared to criticise what seemed to me the arrogant, complacent orthodoxy of modernism. As I felt beleaguered in my revulsion against what the monster of modernism seemed to be doing to the cities of the North – Manchester, Newcastle, Glasgow, Dundee – I had set out to explore, as a suburban Southener, the year after the book was published, I felt reassured – and justified. I have since quoted Nairn ad nauseam on Glasgow as he expressed tellingly my own feelings about that great city when I lived and taught there a quarter of a century later: ‘There seems no break in the bland self-confident surface that doesn’t care and doesn’t want to care. This is true philistinism...’


  And then I was asked to write up my hero for the new Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. That enabled me to pursue Nairn further. I learned, of course, about his sad decline and end (what a death certificate! – ‘hepatic insufficiency d/t cirrhosis of the liver chronic alcoholism’), his descent into beer-fuelled depression (I had not grasped the significance of what Owen Hatherley recently pointed out: that Nairn’s London lists no less than 27 pubs). But it was a joy to read up his spat with Lord Esher and all the selfrighteous modernists at the RIBA after he had written, in the year I had discovered Nairn at the Elephant, ‘Stop the Architects now... The outstanding and appalling fact about modern architecture is that it is not good enough...’ And it was a particular pleasure to discover Nairn’s connection with flying and the full significance of the fact that he had been born at Bedford when his father was working at nearby Cardington.


  As, in those days, I did not have a television, I did not know about his films and had not seen the one in which, in front of the spectacular airship sheds which still stand at Cardington, he described his father’s involvement with the ill-fated R.101. So I worked out for myself why, soon after Nairn’s birth and the disaster at Beauvais, his ‘airship draughtsman’ father had to move to Frimley, so that he was ‘brought up in a part of Surrey that produced a deep hatred of characterless buildings and places’ – a hatred which he would come to express so well. But puzzles remain, at least for me, concerning his ‘false start’ with the RAF. Can this shambolic figure ever have been allowed to sit at the controls of Britain’s first operational jet fighter? It is an alarming thought. There is no doubt about Nairn’s enthusiasm for aeroplanes – he thrilled the latent schoolboy in me by filming a SE5A in the air in that same programme on follies in which he talked about garden temples, grottoes and airships – but I still cannot imagine him actually flying a Gloster Meteor.


  I never met Ian Nairn. Knowing what I do now about his later years makes me glad I didn’t (Jonathan Meades’s account of what it was like to be with him in the St. George’s Tavern is quite enough). But he is still my hero, his fearless writings a model of what architectural criticism, and architectural history, can and should be.
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        4. Ian Nairn with Outrage


      

    

  


  1 Outrage


  The Plan


  Ian Nairn arrived at adulthood in the grip of two passions, architecture and flying. To these he quickly added pubs. His childhood, as an only child trapped in stultifying Frimley, was sufficiently dull to feed ambition.


  Release from suburban Surrey hadn’t been provided by his (he claimed deficient) grammar school education nor even by studying for a maths degree at Birmingham University but it did come with exploratory journeys – on the ground and soon in the air. He learned to fly in the Tiger Moths of the university air squadron, at Castle Bromwich. From then on central England became a spreading Ordnance Survey map lying, in three dimensions, below him. Flying introduced him to Joan Parsons, another enthusiast for the aerial view who proved to be keen on cars too. She was, usefully enough, a librarian.


  On the ground the pair spent time quartering the West Midlands, mostly looking at churches. Nairn began to write about what he saw and, looking ahead, applied for an RAF commission. That achieved, he married Joan (who had begun to call herself Elizabeth). At the church ceremony in Sutton Coldfield, in March 1952, the bridegroom wore his RAF uniform with a black armband marking the King’s death.


  Earlier Marcus Whiffen had invited readers to send comments on and additions to his book, Stuart and Georgian Churches. Ian Nairn took him at his word. ‘My fiancée and I – she’s responsible for the photographs – have … wandered about within the limitations of an undergraduate’s pocket and have visited a number of classical churches. The fruits of our labours are enclosed herewith.’ The handwriting was immature and the ironic language awkwardly done, applauding Whiffen’s omission of Bewdley church (1746) since ‘it is hardly a credit to the species with its ponderous lumpish interior and wearily articulated tower.’


  But Nairn also had a favour to beg. Would Whiffen, who was writing on the English Baroque architect Thomas Archer, kindly look at his analysis of Archer’s St. Philip’s Birmingham? ‘Most of my leisure is occupied with writing architectural criticism and I would like to know whether there is any point in my persevering with it.’ His fiancée undertook the thankless task of copying out sections of various Victorian reference volumes in the library at Josiah Mason College where she was working since the photocopier was, as yet, unborn. It was perhaps his sources that made Nairn’s observations seem so pedantic. He wrote to every published architectural historian he could find, providing lists (‘wads’ as Pevsner described them) of historical addenda. There was no sign of the polemical writer he would very soon become, freely lashing out in ferocious prose at the miserable quality of the contemporary environment, or for that matter, of the extraordinary, opinionated, stylist who was to hit his confident stride, for the benefit of a much wider public, in the 1960s.


  At this stage, Ian Nairn was mounting a serious assault on the editors of the Architectural Review – most of them, like Whiffen, the people he was simultaneously bombarding with corrections to their books. Even if he had little idea what he could best contribute to the highly regarded magazine, founded in 1896, he was utterly determined to work there. Soon he began to appear, gauche and unannounced, in Queen Anne’s Gate, Westminster. From numbers 9 to 13, a group of urbane and, in some cases, eccentric men edited two magazines, primarily the widely read, stylish and idiosyncratic, AR (known to some, apparently, as the House of Lords) and, secondarily, its duller, more practical, sibling, the weekly Architects’ Journal (thus, the House of Commons). They also published elegant and authoritative books under the imprint of the Architectural Press.


  Once Nairn’s training as a Gloster Meteor pilot in Gloucestershire was complete, he found himself stationed in Norfolk, at RAF Horsham St. Faith. Flying Officer Nairn rented a flat from a bank manager and his wife on lugubrious sounding Unthank (the word derives from squatter) Road, Norwich. He began to put his spare time, and his fighter jet, to unorthodox use – scouting the county from the air for church towers and spires but more particularly for evidence of the early country house practice of John Soane – a tricky, ambitious man rather after his own heart.


  In the autumn of 1952 he’d been to Sir John Soane’s Museum on Lincoln’s Inn Fields and met the redoubtable Inspectress, Miss Dorothy Stroud. He knew that, like the Curator, John Summerson, she was a regular contributor to the AR and that she was working on a catalogue of Soane’s buildings. Nairn was her man, with his professed insatiable ‘appetite for ascribing buildings to architects’ and his aerial view of East Anglia. Miss Stroud was thrilled; ‘Your Outrage  method is certainly the best I’ve come across yet! How often when snooping over a hedge have I wished for a pair of wings!’


  In early 1953 he hatched a plan for Miss Stroud to visit Norwich, tempting her east with another exciting discovery, a batch of previously unknown Soane working drawings. He readied her for ‘the twin rigours of Norfolk in March and a 1926 Austin Seven.’ The architectural historian John Cornforth described the two faces of Dorothy Stroud in an obituary, the stern figure that cowed nervous students at the museum and the ‘genial partridge-like figure’ she cut at home. Ian Nairn, twenty years her junior, seems to have brought out the latter.


  After their busy weekend together, Nairn felt encouraged by ‘our train-side conversation,’ and wrote to her (pointing out wryly that it was All Fools Day) that he hoped ‘to concoct an article on “Soane in Norfolk”’ and persuade the AR to publish it but was worried about protocol, knowing she too was preparing an article. ‘Please excuse me if I have succumbed to my favourite vice and become importunate again … Please excuse all the excuses.’ Nevertheless, ‘If the article is ever written, could I ask you to read it…?’ In June he told her that his AR article had ‘died for lack of top-lit rooms, incised lines and sub-gothic fantasy.’ In 1957 the AR published her article on Soane’s early work, much of it in Norfolk.


  But now he had a rabbit under his hat. He admitted that he should not have dissuaded Miss Stroud from exploring the garden at Earsham (then a boys’ school). ‘After two runs N – S over it in a Meteor I was ready to swear there was nothing left’ and it had taken a third, from south to north this time, to spot Soane’s Music Room, hidden away in the bushes behind a lean-to shed. Intrigued, he returned on foot, and pushed through the shrubbery to find the exquisite garden pavilion, virtually intact but, disconcertingly, filled with African spears. He drew a plan of the location, reassuring her that the interior was in ‘surprisingly good condition.’ He would send photographs ‘if anything has come of my frenzied pointings of the box camera at cornice and coving.’ He had taken over the camera from his wife. Miss Stroud’s reply was slightly tart. She regretted they hadn’t persevered ‘as however well a building is described to one, it is not the same as seeing it oneself.’ But she was glad the ‘snapshots’ showed Soane’s ceiling intact.


  For Nairn an inexperienced, if obdurate, outsider finding an outlet for his writing beyond the Eastern Daily Press (for whom he probably wrote using a pseudonym, given that he was a serving RAF officer) was proving extremely frustrating. But he was in no doubt that architecture was for him and he took to campaigning. His wife now worked for Jarrolds, the long established printers and booksellers, and he determined to safeguard the company’s St. James Works, a handsome brick yarn mill built in 1843 on the riverside. In February 1954 it received a Grade 1 listing and later he celebrated the building in The Listener as the ‘only building in Norwich with the authority of the cathedral.’ He began sending unusual pieces about Norwich to the editors at the AR.


  But his current plan was to apply for a job at The Survey of London, where the editorship of the multi-volume architectural history of the capital (founded in 1894) had become vacant. He turned again to Dorothy Stroud for a testimonial – he needed three. ‘As you said … they are obviously looking for senior writers with qualifications to match [but] I’ll apply for anything, and it might lead to some sort of employment as a research assistant.’ Miss Stroud, ‘alas’, could not help him. ‘Mr. Summerson is on the Committee which is concerned with this appointment, and we long ago agreed that it would be improper for either of us to support recommendations.’


  In summer 1953 Nairn decided to leave the RAF. Pending his release, he was based at RAF Newton, a few miles from Nottingham, where he endured a period of ‘Kafkaesque waiting.’ This was not mere hyperbole. According to the actor Roddy Maude-Roxby, who was doing his National Service and became friendly with Nairn at this time, the place was a seething hotbed of bullies and bigots, overseen by bored Battle of Britain pilots and riven with sexual tension. There had been at least one suicide. To begin with Maude-Roxby could not get close to him. But realising that Nairn was profoundly depressed, seemingly unable to escape the RAF, he persisted. They had shared interests given he was moving on to a place at the Royal College of Art. In those dog days, they scoured the country in Nairn’s car, looking at buildings for Pevsner, or so he claimed.


  Finally, in October 1953, Nairn secured a ‘to whom it may concern’ letter written by Ian McCallum of the Architectural Review vouching that he’d known Ian Nairn for the last two years, in person and from his submissions to the AR. ‘It is my opinion, which is shared by the other editors, that Mr Nairn’s gifts as a writer on and a historian of architecture are quite outstanding. Despite his lack of professional qualifications I would most warmly recommend him for any job connected with architecture, in which knowledge, accuracy, enthusiasm and a sound literary ability are called for.’ Nairn could not have asked for a better testimonial. McCallum may have been the executive editor of the magazine, but he was frequently the mouthpiece of the editor-in-chief, and proprietor of the family-owned Architectural Review, the unpredictable and reclusive Hubert de Cronin Hastings (‘H. de C.’) who worked from a converted horsebox on his Sussex farm, bombarding the Queen Anne’s Gate offices with incessant telephone calls. Nairn was now Hastings’ latest protégé.


  The first piece under Nairn’s by-line appeared in November 1953. It was a review of the town planner Thomas Sharp’s Oxford Observed. Sharp dealt with a new art, townscape, which in this novice reviewer’s opinion was essentially ‘the analysis of the appearance of a city in the true terms of the English Picturesque tradition’. Hastings had been energetically promoting townscape (loosely, the forerunner to urban design) during the immediate post-war years, usually visualised for him by architect and AR art editor, Gordon Cullen. Although Nairn criticised Sharp for underplaying the key role of architecture within the overall patterning of the urban fabric – in Oxford, of all places – he was demonstrably keen to set out his own stall and to signal his familiarity with the AR and particularly Hastings’ pet project.


  Alongside mainstream building reports and analyses and essays in architectural history, Hastings was eager that the magazine should promote ‘the practice of dilettante journalism by experts who are also amateurs.’ John Betjeman exemplified the breed. When Ian Nairn had appeared out of the blue, a loyal AR reader with journalistic ambitions, but bearing no appropriate qualifications, Hastings must have been delighted. His patronage and encouragement transformed Nairn from the furtive figure hanging about Queen Anne’s Gate in his dyed RAF greatcoat to one of the Architects’ Journal’s ‘men of the year’ in 1955. Nairn’s review of Thomas Sharp’s book can be seen with hindsight as a neatly tailored job application. ‘A truly organic idea of townscape,’ he wrote ‘needs a poet to integrate, and not a scholarly guide to analyse.’ And he was that poet.


  In early 1954, John Betjeman received a letter from Nairn. Betjeman may not have welcomed more ‘Berks and Bucks minutiae’ for his and John Piper’s two Murray’s Guides, but he’d spotted a fellow maverick and responded. With it, Nairn received a ‘delightful parody, which I will frame.’ For Betjeman’s sake, Nairn noted examples of eccentricity, such as the work of ‘infant prodigies’ such as ‘James Paine adding wings to Cusworth, Yorks aet. 15’ and dwelt on under-valued Victorian architects, including Bentley, Salvin, G. G. Scott and Waterhouse. ‘I must stop before you become swamped: and away from the buildings themselves these facts are just so much more Art History. I wish I knew of a job which would pay me to correlate the two! (What a wonderful Life and Works, or Life through Works, Teulon or Woodyer would make).’ Nimbly, Nairn knew to switch his emphasis to reflect his current correspondent’s preoccupations.


  By March, now writing from 27 Lancaster Grove, London NW3, in Swiss Cottage, Nairn’s new life had begun to take shape. He told Betjeman, ‘If the Review’s plans and my hopes are fulfilled, I may have the honour of meeting you soon about some poles and wires in Oxfordshire.’ Betjeman had become an editor at the AR in his mid-twenties, also without suitable academic or professional qualifications.


  This was the first mention of the AR’s fight against national strangulation by ‘poles and wires.’ It could have been designed for Nairn’s talents. Betjeman had driven an energetic campaign against concrete lampposts since 1950, writing to The Times, engaging Kenneth Clark to argue the case on the Royal Fine Art Commission and drumming up support wherever he could. H. de C.’s particular bugbear was ‘wirescapes’. By late 1953 Betjeman had targeted borough engineers, men ordered around by ministerial directives, who encouraged the public to ‘slice off old buildings, fell healthy trees, replace hedges with concrete posts and chain-link fencing, all in the name of safety first...’ He was happy to welcome Hastings’ new young recruit to the cause.


  Ian Nairn thanked Betjeman for ‘showing me outrages: I photographed most of them and will be going to Oxfordshire again next week.’ But, as the quantity was ‘getting rather out of hand, the editors would like to hang the article on a few sequences – one of which will be that appalling estate beyond Headington, I think.’ He had visited it and ‘it really frightened me, the squalor is too complete to be amusing. I thought of calling it subtopia.’ It was the first time he’d used the word.


  Then, to cheer them both up, he described a country church which was ‘like looking at Gothic upside down with all the elements shuffled and adapted to something different.’ Nairn’s apposite language, his ardour for expressing architectural effects in print, was developing fast, even though he was wholly ignorant about the practicalities of magazine production and had to admit that any hope of getting the article (Outrage) to press in three weeks seemed optimistic. ‘I think many more visits to Oxon will be necessary to say nothing of revisions by the Editorial Board.’ And then, below the signature, ‘My wife has just reminded me that I forgot to thank you for the lunch … I’m very sorry … thank you for the lunch!’


  Another of Nairn’s correspondents at this time was Nikolaus Pevsner, who had been the AR’s caretaker editor during the war, from late 1941 onwards. Pevsner remained on the joint editorial group, but the job was now just one strand in a punishing workload that included the immense task of editing the Buildings of England, as well as teaching at Birkbeck College. The very first volume of his county series, Cornwall (1951), like all forty-five that followed, invited users to point out ‘any errors or omissions.’ Nairn responded, sending him lots of material, both for the completed counties and those in preparation. Writing in March 1954, Nairn also enquired after his prospects on the AR.


  Pevsner was reassuring; ‘you seem to be very successful in your work on the Outredge [sic] number and I don’t think myself that you need worry about a continuation of work for the Review’. Then, as if suddenly concerned that he might be speaking out of turn, he added ‘I am in no way entitled to make this statement’. He made no reference to Nairn’s critical review of the second batch of his Buildings of England volumes in the current issue of the AR, Nairn’s second bylined piece. Pevsner was not a man to bear a grudge.


  Action


  In mid-May Nairn wrote to tell Betjeman that ‘OUTRAGE!’ – the capital letters and exclamation mark were new – was proceeding. ‘It has gone through a few metamorphoses, and as a result is still only about half-finished’. The scope of the endeavour had changed dramatically. ‘After I had scoured Oxon, and pasted up the results, H. de C. went there and decided that it would be invidious to pick on it, and also that the material there would not make a whole issue. The special number was telescoped with a projected issue on the Highlands, on an Outrage and Anti-Outrage basis (or, more accurately, Outrage and Less Dense Outrage) and I went up a route from Southampton to Carlisle collecting material. This now seems to be enough – for about forty pages – and I am part-way through writing it; a mixture of main-road England and individual horrors.’ Hastings was away so he was waiting to discuss it ‘but I think the issue will stay like this – except that they want to drop the name Outrage.’


  Publication was planned for September. ‘I am rather dubious about this, and as I am going to try (!) to do the Production Editor’s job at the Review I will have the unique experience of being a scapegoat in two dimensions at once: for not producing in time the article that I haven’t written in time.’ He apologises for the long silence but before now it had been ‘doubtful whether there would be an issue at all’.


  In July Hastings had offered Ian Nairn a job on the AR. Titled assistant editor ‘production’ he joined another promising young man on the masthead. Peter Reyner Banham, Norwich born, had become assistant editor ‘literature’ replacing Whiffen who had decided to settle in the USA. Apart from those editors Nairn already knew, Hastings, Pevsner, and McCallum, he found himself working with J. M. (Jim) Richards who was also The Times’ architecture correspondent and Sir Hugh Casson, still bathed in the afterglow of his role directing the architecture of the Festival of Britain. Nairn must have enjoyed the fact that as an RAF wartime camouflage artist, Casson had disguised a massive hangar as a pub, the Lion. Gordon Cullen, the superb draughtsman who brought townscape to life in front of the readers gave the magazine its graphic swagger.


  In Ian McCallum, the executive editor who’d written Nairn’s letter of recommendation earlier, he met his exact opposite. As Christopher Hurst, a colleague later wrote, McCallum ‘dressed like a model’ and was ‘almost excessively good-looking’ compared to Nairn, who was ‘ungainly and dressed anyhow’. McCallum had a low voice, as opposed to Nairn’s ‘high-pitched strangulated’ tones, with a touch of his parental Geordie accents. McCallum’s flashing, cold smile contrasted with Nairn’s warmth and unaffectedness. McCallum left to become the first director of the American Museum in Bath in 1961.


  Most of Nairn’s colleagues were considerably older than him, the majority by as much as twenty years. The exception was Banham, who spent the war years working in the engine division of the Bristol Aeroplane Company before taking a doctorate at the Courtauld Institute with Pevsner as his supervisor. Nairn and Banham did not, on any grounds whatsoever, see eye to eye.


  Nairn quickly proved himself up to the job. His vivid language on the page, sometimes in the vernacular, and his sharp eye (he’d begun to take good photographs, following the low foreground viewpoints and rich photogravure tones of regular Architectural Press photographers, notably Eric de Maré) were what Hastings wanted from his latest recruit. And Nairn had one other particularly valuable attribute, his pilot’s licence, even if he was now reduced to a Percival Prentice aircraft hired from the Surrey Flying Club at Croydon aerodrome (and when that closed, from Biggin Hill). He had an ideal passenger in Bill Toomey, the Architectural Press’s in-house photographer who pointed, shot and demonstrated considerable nerve while Nairn navigated around the British Isles, sometimes guided by no more than arterial roads or architectural landmarks and not always in optimum conditions. ‘The aerial views are due to the skill of William J. Toomey, who kept the camera steady despite indifferent weather and the uneven flying of Ian Nairn.’


  Nairn’s first piece as a staff writer on the AR was a spirited, if overwritten, review of Adrian Scott’s new Catholic church which stood at the centre of the Lansbury estate, east London, which made up the ‘Live Architecture Exhibition’ of the Festival of Britain, itself something of a disappointment (as John Summerson had noted, laconically, in the New Statesman in June 1951, ‘not overwhelmingly impressive’). But it took an awkward grammar school boy from a red brick university, a character who might have come out of Kingsley Amis’ Lucky Jim, published that year, to verbally demolish the church. A ‘sprawling lumpish mass’, it managed to be ‘both aggressive AND flaccid, vulgar AND genteel, pretentious AND timid.’ Here was a critic not cowed by professional special pleading or the loyalties of the Old School tie.


  Nairn also began contributing to the AR’s (weekly) sister publication, The Architects’ Journal. Under cover of anonymity, staff writers could fire off at their particular targets with impunity in ‘Astragal: Notes & Topics’ the AJ’s gossip column or its equivalent on the AR, ‘Marginalia’, a series of unattributed notes. Pseudonyms ran rife on the AR, starting with Hastings (usually Ivor de Wolfe or Wofle). If he had one, Nairn’s is unknown. The advantage of anonymity was that writers could pen several articles in the same issue and offer different views from their usual ones (as did both Pevsner and Richards via their alter egos).


  The name Outrage stuck. The special issue of the Architectural Review was eventually published in June 1955 and quickly appeared as an Architectural Press title. Ian Nairn was an author. As his letters to Betjeman reveal, the project had been a stop-start affair, suffering from editorial interference and innumerable changes of direction. It was not until Nairn drove from Southampton to Carlisle with a camera (presumably one of the office Leicas) and a set of his favourite spiral bound notebooks that the AR threw seemliness to the winds and allowed Outrage to become, properly speaking, a campaign, with the language and arguments to match.


  The preamble to Outrage is clearly Hastings’, (Nairn wrote twenty years later ‘a lot of the introduction was the proof spirit of H. de C. Hastings’) with its windy references to ‘the self-conscious identity with the unconscious universe … to re-identify the human with the non-human’ and more in this vein. No wonder that John Betjeman’s nickname for Hastings was ‘Obscurity’. It took a few more pages and the growing momentum of Nairn’s own forthright writing set off by the radical design, for the issue to take flight and its author’s voice to be heard. The strong language was reinforced by Gordon Cullen’s superb visualisations and bold and vivid use of graphics.


  It began, ‘This issue is less of
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